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Abstract
Contract cheating is a growing menace that most academic institutions are grappling with globally. With
governments now taking steps to help combat the industry and ban such services, it is also important to encourage
students to stay away from such services through proactive strategies to raise awareness so that students stop using
such services.
This paper uses a case study approach to capture a time-series data from three years of a university campus’s efforts
to raise awareness by celebrating the International Centre for Academic Integrity (ICAI)’s International Day of
Action Against Contract Cheating. This is in order to explore if such campaigns can be used as tools to increase
student understanding of contract cheating as an academic misconduct issue and what roles students can play in
raising awareness among other students on contract cheating. Proposing to look at contract cheating as a social issue,
the paper positions the misconduct as such and explore how awareness campaigns can help address contract
cheating. Over the three years, results show steep increase in awareness of contract cheating, a type of academic
misconduct, and that students themselves have a positive influence on other students when raising awareness. An
interesting finding of the study is that graduated students have had an impact by showing responsibility to younger
students and by actively denouncing contract cheating companies and their approaches on social media; thus
providing solid evidence that awareness campaigns can help increase awareness which is the first step towards
building a culture of integrity in any campus.
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to raise awareness by celebrating the International Centre for Academic Integrity (ICAI)’s International Day of
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student understanding of contract cheating as an academic misconduct issue and what roles students can play in
raising awareness among other students on contract cheating. Proposing to look at contract cheating as a social issue,
the paper positions the misconduct as such and explore how awareness campaigns can help address contract
cheating. Over the three years, results show steep increase in awareness of contract cheating, a type of academic
misconduct, and that students themselves have a positive influence on other students when raising awareness. An
interesting finding of the study is that graduated students have had an impact by showing responsibility to younger
students and by actively denouncing contract cheating companies and their approaches on social media; thus,
providing solid evidence that awareness campaigns can help increase awareness which is the first step towards
building a culture of integrity in any campus.
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1. Introduction
Trying to create a culture of integrity can feel like an uphill battle. Building a culture of integrity may be the best
weapon against academic misconduct (Khan, 2014; Peters, 2019). Student cheating is not a new phenomenon and
researchers and academics have grappled with this issue for generations. Every generation of teachers feel they are
having it worst, with newer, sneakier ways students cheat in and out of classrooms (Bowers, 1964; McCabe
&Bowers, 1994; Anderman et al, 1998; Callahan, 2004; Christensen-Hughes, & McCabe, 2006; Khan &
Balasubramanian, 2012). With the infiltration of technology in today’s blended classrooms, the challenges are as
complex as they are supposed to be varied (Khan & Balasubramanian, 2012; Khan, 2019). However, the problem
remains the same – that of loss of academic integrity inside classrooms and what that means for the greater society.
Academic misconduct has been defined as any action that gives a student an unfair advantage such as cheating in
exams, using resources not permitted, collaborating without consent, submitting work not done by themselves,
copying and pasting work from another source as their own, fabricating data, impersonating another student,
interfering or obstructing other students’ work and so on (UOW, 2019). Literature has captured umpteen amount of
statistics demonstrating the levels of cheating in schools, universities, entrance exams, and other forms of academic
misconduct. Incidences of misconduct as evidenced in literature was captured aptly in an extensive data compiled
by Dr. Donald McCabe at the International Centre for Academic Integrity. The dataset compiled showed survey
results of studies conducted between 2002 – 2015, and showed “64% of students admitted to cheating on a test,
58% admitted to plagiarism, and 95% said they participated in some form of cheating, whether it was on a test,
plagiarism or copying homework” (ICAI, 2019) This makes academic integrity a vital part of education system. As
academics we strive to instill the Fundamental Values as recognized by International Centre for Academic
Integrity, these being honesty, trust, fairness, responsibility, courage and respect (AcademicIntegrity.org; 2014).
But how do we go about instilling these values in our students?
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Literature has highlighted different ways schools and universities have attempted to understand why students
cheat (Khan, 2014; Simkin & McLeod, 2010; Yu, 2018) and how to detect and curb misconducts (Cutler, 2019;
McCabe & Katz, 2009; D’Souza & Siegfeldt, 2017).
With the onset of technology, Khan (2014) posited the impact of policy and university culture and value of
technology to ward off negative impact of technology, recognizing e-cheating as a predominantly prevalent one
since the increase in dependency on technology, adding to an exhaustive list of misconduct behaviors recognized
previously by Newstead et al (1996).
Of interest to this research is one type of academic misconduct – that of buying and selling assessments. Due to
proliferation of websites, buying and selling of assessments, known commonly as contract cheating (Clarke &
Lancaster, 2006), is “prevalent and difficult to detect” (Clarke & Lancaster, 2014, p 2). It would seem with the rise
of the internet, ease of setting up a website and e-commerce, essay mills have transformed into e-mills that are
rampant, mushrooming all over the digital space, flooding students’ mailboxes and hounding them on social media
(Clarke & Lancaster, 2013; Lancaster & Clarke, 2016; Wallace & Newton, 2014; Rigby et al., 2015; Foltynek &
Kralikova, 2018), thus creating an availability heuristic of readily available solutions to completing assessments, a
method through which the mind recollects and helps make fast decisions, albeit sometimes inaccurately (Fox,
2006).
To help deter students from contract cheating, although recent studies have attempted to aid academics through
researching areas such as legal approaches (Draper & Newton, 2017) detection (Rogerson, 2017), analyzing the
advertisements (Kaktins, 2018), so on, we believe the focus needs to be more proactive, than reactive. This is
because reactive response works only after an incident has occurred, thus becoming more “consequences or
reactions to” the behavior or issue (Champlin, 1991). Champlin also posits that reactive strategies aim to minimize
damage rather than prevent. Whereas, proactive strategies are preventive by nature, and help to “reduce the
likelihood of occurrence of challenging behavior [or issue]” (Champlin, 1991).
Thus, the research question we posed was “given that contract cheating is a global menace affecting the quality of
education in schools and universities, how can we step up our proactive efforts in mitigating contract cheating,
and empowering students with a culture of integrity?”
This paper looks at the case of one campus that has used systematic campaigning to test the awareness level of
student body on the issue of contract cheating by first looking at contract cheating as a social issue, then making
a case for awareness campaigns as proactive strategies and then testing the impact of such campaigns to create a
pathway to develop a culture of integrity.
2. Contract cheating – more than an academic issue
Known commonly now as contract cheating, essay mills are not new. Dating as far back as mid nineteenth century
where fraternity houses hosted essay mills in their basements and encouraged recycling of submitted essays, these
fraternity essay mills transformed into ghostwriting and the modern-day contract cheating that researchers and
academics are vehemently opposing, calling for bans on such practices, promotion of such services and illegalizing
such businesses (Singh & Remenyi, 2015).
Contract cheating has become prevalent globally, with universities trying to find ways to tackle it. Authors posit
that contract cheating, like other misconducts, is not only an academic issue, but also a social one. Social issue is
defined as:
“a condition… defined by considerable number of [people] as a deviation from some social norm which they
cherish” (Fuller & Myers, 1941, pp 320-21)
If we apply this definition to contract cheating (or any other misconduct), this is how it would map out:
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Considerable number of people = all academics, researchers (Lane, 2017; Dawson & Sutherland-Smith,
2018; Khomami, 2017; Grove, 2017; Marsh, 2017)
Social Norm = To be tested on learning outcomes through formative or summative assessments
Cherish = Stakeholders don’t consider buying essays favourable (Lane, 2017; Dawson & SutherlandSmith, 2018; Khomami, 2017; Grove, 2017; Marsh, 2017), rather academics, and community cherish
and want to see students display values such as truthfulness, honesty, courage, fairness, trust and
responsibility and respect (AcademicIntegrity.org, 2014)
Deviation = act of contract cheating
When applied as above, given the range of direct, long term and surrounding impacts of contract cheating and the
definition of social issue, for the purpose of this study, contract cheating may be considered as a social issue.
Looking closely at “social issue”, social issues typically have impact on the person involved (in this case, we will
define this person as the victim for reference purpose only), his/her family, friends, dependents, society. This is
demonstrated in the Table 1 with some examples and the subsequent Figure 1:
Table 1: Impact of known social issues on individual and beyond
Serial#

1

Social Issue

Impact on Victim

Bullying

➔ Insecurity and loneliness
➔ Poor mental health
➔ Aggressive behavior
➔ Depression
➔ Suicides
➔ Anxiety
(Juvonen, Graham & Schuster, 2006)

2

Drug

➔ Low self esteem

Addiction

➔ Depression
➔ Sensation seeking
➔ Lack of religious commitment
➔ Lack of purpose in life
➔ Disruptive life events
➔ Early use of alcohol
➔ Overdose could lead to death
(Newcomb, Maddahian & Bentler, 1986)

3

Alcoholism

➔ Impact on performance at school
➔ Neuroticism
➔ Low conscientiousness
➔ Low agreeableness
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(Stewart, Loughlin & Rhyno, 2001)

4

Racism

➔ Mental and Emotional health
➔ Isolation
➔ Trauma
(Lowe, Okubo and Reilly, 2012)

All identified social problems highlighted above may be further categorized into three areas of impact, that is,
impact on self which is direct, impact on self which is long term and impact on surrounding of the victim. As
illustrated in the Figure 1, each of the social issues mentioned in Table 1 have a direct impact on the victim’ self.
For instance, literature has posited that bullying leads person bullying to anxiety, aggression, insecurity and
loneliness, direct results of bullying behavior (Juvonen, Graham and Schuster, 2006). Similarly, alcoholism
directly impacts alcoholic with performance at school, low consciousness (Stewart, Loughlin and Rhyno, 2001),
while racism impacts racist with isolation (Lowe, Okubo and Reilly, 2012) and drug abuse leads to low selfesteem, sensation seeking (Newcomb, Maddahian and Bentler, 1986).

Direct

Long Term

Surrounding

• they have a direct
impact on the
victim’s life

they have a long-term
impact on the victim

they also have an
impact on the
victim’s family and
friends, other people
in the
neighbourhood who
are around while the
activity is performed

Figure 1: Categorizing impact of social issue
Based on a review of the literature, some long-term impacts on the victim includes poor mental health, depression,
suicide for all types of social issues (as shown in Table 1 above). These long-term impacts on the victim also
result in impact on victim’s surrounding which can include family, friends, workplace, school and the community.
For instance, if a drug addict commits suicide, the addict’s family, friends and community are impacted. If the
addict was a provider, the family would suffer because they lose not only a loved one but also a source of income
(Center for Substance Abuse Treatment, 2004).
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Figure 1 above paves way to a better understanding of why contract cheating can be considered as a social issue.
For instance, we know from literature that any kind of academic misconduct including contract cheating has
negative impacts on the individual student and the academic community at large as discussed in previous sections
and further mapped in Figure 2 below.

Direct

Long term

•student has not
benefitted from lessons
taught in class
•anxiety (Wowra, 2007)
•low self esteem (Blachnio
& Weremko, 2011)
•Loneliness (Baggish &
Wells, 2019)

•Difficulty in finding jobs
or holding on to jobs
(Khan et al, 2007)
•Depression (Hossain,
2018)
•Suicide (Hossain, 2018)

Surrounding
•Shortage of skills and
knowledge impacting
families and economy
•Unethical practices at
workplaces (Khan, et al,
2007)

Figure 2: Categorizing impact of contract cheating (academic misconduct) as a social issue

Given what the literature says about social issues and contract cheating, and the mapping exercise carried out
above, we believe there are grounds to consider contract cheating as a social issue. This is further supported by
Harp and Taints (1966) who likened student cheating to “sociological deviance” where they suggested the
“sociological deviance involve[d] a consideration of the norms to which the members of the system [were] oriented
and subsequent deviation from the expectations of others” (Harp & Taietz, 1966; p 365).
3. Building a case for campaigns
To alleviate contract cheating, Awdry and Newton (2019) provide research, which strongly recommends measures
and actions to avoid or eliminate such practice. In the case of contract cheating, there has been strong support for
government institutions to eliminate the existence of outsourcing firms who are easily accessible to students to
complete their essay /assignments needs at a cost (Khomami, 2017; Marsh, 2017).
However, as mentioned before, most solutions offered are often reactive, rather than proactive. We wanted to device
proactive strategies so that we could tackle contract cheating. Studies have shown that awareness campaigns are a
proactive means directed at helping to reduce impacts of a social issue. Campaigns aim to educate victims, family,
friends and community on the social issue, what its signs are, its impact and how a community can work to help
address and mitigate the issue in a more positive manner.
The advantages of hosting awareness campaigns to combat a social issue have been proven to be highly effective
(Seymour, 2017). Campaigns are organized to provide greater insights about the social issue in detail, and raise
awareness about better identifying and mitigating such issues. The resultant target group is better informed about the
impacts of that social issue, benefits from networking with organizations and media, focused on helping people
mitigate such issues on an individual, family, community and social level (Dietrich et al., 2009).
An example of an international campaign held in the United States of America (USA) is the “Project on Death in
America” that was aimed at addressing discussions surrounding death and bereavement, and end-of-life care in
the community. The campaign led to the following advancements (Seymour, 2017):
1.

research and development program developed surrounding the cause
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2.

greater communication platforms established in the arts, music, and humanities field to identify and
address issues surrounding illness, and death

3.

increase and advancement of community and organizational initiatives to tackle grieving.

Another example of an awareness campaign includes educating target groups on the dangers behind alcohol
misuse in schools. This campaign was designed in the form of education-based intervention, along with studies
undertaken on participants across 10 schools in Sydney, Australia. Results post the implementation depicted
positive results where the mean alcohol consumption levels significantly dropped post the intervention (Newton
et al, 2009).
Similarly, campaigns targeted at social issues such as HIV and AIDS education, as well as mental health such as
anxiety, have consistently depicted greater understanding of the social issues amongst students, and enabled
greater discussion of the issues amongst students. Post-intervention results carried out, depicted reductions in
negative perceptions surrounding AIDS, and lower levels of anxiety amongst students (Kleppe et al, 1997; Neil
and Christensen, 2009).
Online communities and social media campaigns further help address issues under the wider umbrella of the social
issue, thus enabling expansion of raising awareness across the network of schools and universities (ZN, 2013). In
turn, this also improves effectiveness to the intervention process. Additionally, such campaigns, when expanded
on a larger scale, enable people to change their perceptions about the issue at discussion, and promote suitable
responses from the policy makers themselves (Seymour, 2017).
It is believed that body of existing literature strongly supports the use of campaigns to tackle social issues. As we
have posited contract cheating to be considered as a social issue, then to combat contract cheating, this paper thus
proposes and examines the treatment of such behaviour by organizing ‘awareness campaigns’ in universities to
develop a culture of integrity on campus.
Therefore, the research objectives for the rest of the paper are to explore awareness campaigns for social issues
such as contract cheating and develop understanding of:
•

whether awareness campaigns can increase student understanding and awareness of contract
cheating as a misconduct

•

roles students can play in raising awareness among other students on contract cheating

4. Research Methodology
This study has been conducted in a university campus housed in a middle eastern country where sporadic research
has been conducted in the last few years on academic integrity and specifically contract cheating. The campus is
multidisciplinary and is home to students from more than 100 nations. The university campus has undergraduate
and postgraduate studies offered to more than 4000 student population. The study looks at undergraduate (UG)
students as a sample population as purposive sampling, however declares a limitation in that participation from
students was voluntary. It is also crucial to mention here that the campus is highly active with day-time events
organized for students that are driven by the student services department of the university. This precludes
postgraduate (PG) students as PG subjects are offered in the evenings to student population that is largely part time
students and full-time employers/employees externally.
Unfortunately, this limitation in devising and hosting events also means very targeted activities planned in the
evenings and after office hours can involve PG students, but which poses difficulties as other resources then
become scarce, for instance UG students and student clubs that run activities during day time. So, the sample
population therefore stands to be UG students.
In this study we compared undergraduate student awareness of contract cheating, and student understanding of
contract cheating as a misconduct, before and after a series of awareness activities that were carried out on the
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campus. This study used exploratory case report method (Yin, 1984) that has gained reputation over the years as
an effective methodology particularly when investigating complex issues in areas such as social sciences,
education and even business (Harrison, Birks, Franklin & Mills, 2017).
“Case study is a research approach that is used to generate an in-depth, multi-faceted
understanding of a complex issue in its real-life context. It is an established research design that
is used extensively in a wide variety of disciplines, particularly in the social sciences”
(Crowe et al., 2011)
Case study approach aims in reaching to the grassroot level of the problem and providing effective solutions
supported by adequate research (Heale and Twycross, 2017). The ease of access of them in the form of digital
content as well as published papers makes it a preferred source of knowledge.
Certain case studies have highlighted various social issues existing in this society supported by evidences and
needed solutions to overcome such challenges.
The case for this paper was developed based on time series over three years of data collected before and after
the celebration of the International Day of Action Against Contract Cheating. We felt this method allowed us to
go beyond the “statistical results and really understand the behavioral conditions through the [students’]
perspective” (Tellis, 1997), at the same time allowing us to include both qualitative and quantitative data from
various sources.
5. The case study
The chosen university is a multinational campus in a middle eastern country, that showcases a 4000 strong student
body across undergraduate and postgraduate programs. It offers a multitude of programs at each level, maintaining a
high standard of delivery through various government and non-government accreditations nationally and
internationally. An institution that has been in the region for decades, the campus attracts faculty from across the
globe, teaching an international body of students who come from various schooling systems and cultural
backgrounds. The institution is a leading campus researching and promoting academic integrity in the region.
On 17 October 2016, the International Centre for Academic Integrity (ICAI USA) declared the Global Ethics Day
(a day marked by Carnegie Mellon) as also the International Day of Action Against Contract Cheating. ICAI
decided to run white-board pledges and invited campuses across the world to join hands to run similar campaigns
asking students and staff to write down their statements against contract cheating with “I Do Not Contract Cheat
because…. #defeatthecheat #excelwithintegrity” as shown in Figure 3 below and post them on social media.

Figure 3: Whiteboard campaign example
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5.1 The first year
The chosen university planned and decided to participate in the “white board campaign” in the first year. The
primary author was also the convener for the campaign on campus. This first year, only a white board campaign
was planned for the campus. Planning including:
•

acquiring permission from management to conduct the campaign,

•

acquiring permission to use consent forms that would also allow video/photo release consent from
participants. The consent forms explained the campaign to students, asked them for their consent to
participate and their permission to take their photo and post them on social media. The institution had a
standard Video/Photo/Opinion Release Form that the team used for this purpose adding the following
questions:

International Day of Action Against Contract Cheating
•

“Do you know what contract cheating is?”
___YES

•

___NO

___ I Don’t Want to Answer

“Did you know students using essay writing services from online sources is a form of cheating?”
___YES

___NO

___ I Don’t Want to Answer

Figure 4: Campaign questions card
It is important to note here that the two questions posed used binary survey (BS) style instead of ordinal multicategory answer (MCA) formats (eg. Likert scale). Although MCA formats are more common and rule academic
research (Likert, 2010), comparative studies of the two formats have shown that using BS does not impact the
validity of the survey instrument making them equally reliable (Grassi et al., 2007; Dolnicar et al, 2011) and
interpretations made do not vary (Dolnicar et al, 2011). Furthermore, the motivation to use BS format was that it is
perceived to be less complex and quick, reducing cost and fatigue thus increasing data quality and response rates
(Dolnicar et al, 2011).
The question card was not included as part of consent form to ensure anonymity of answers. Method followed is
described below:
•

An email was sent to faculty inviting them to participate with their students, sending the board design
and release form as attachment.

•

Flyers of the campaign were posted around the campus and asked to contact third party research
assistants who became contact points for students who were interested to participate. Although the
posters were put up on common area notice boards, response was from UG students as expected.

•

The assistants then captured student feedback before the whiteboard pledge campaign based on the
above two simple questions provided to participants.

•

Students were free to choose to participate or not participate at any time of the process as per the
institutional release form and policy.

To create an educative experience, students were then given the following details on contract cheating:
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1.

nature of the misconduct,

2.

why it was considered a misconduct, and

3.

how the institutional policy viewed and dealt with such misconduct

as part of conversation they had with the research assistants. They were asked to put down their pledge and have
their photographs taken if they so wanted to after providing their consent.
A total of 30 students participated in the first year of the campaign.
5.2 The second year
During the second year, the institution decided to organize the campaign once again, targeting the International Day
of Action Against Contract Cheating once again. The team approached student services and library to join hands to
reach more students. This time student clubs, the representative council and two students who had participated in the
previous year decided to join in the organizing of awareness campaigns on campus with undergraduate students.
Under the guidance of the primary author, the team developed a week-long program for the campus. These events
included:
1.

psychological mind frame workshops hosted by counsellors,

2.

painting and design competitions,

3.

plenary sessions with registrars and students on the consequences of misconduct and effectiveness of
policies and procedures

4.

faculty and student colloquium with seven fast-presentations (seven minutes each) of volunteer-faculty
and students who shared their experiences with misconducts in general and discussed contract cheating

5.

library screen campaign that provided information across 19 slides about contract cheating

6.

authors and marketing developed a series of info and campaign flyers to be used during every event

All the events were carried out before the final day of the event which marked the “whiteboard pledge campaign”.
Like previous year, the same two questions were posed to the sample population of voluntary respondents. Email
was once again sent to all staff and flyers put up on notices inviting students to participate.
This time, more than 40 students volunteered to participate in the campaign.
5.3 The third year
In its third year, the chosen university staff and students displayed curiosity and interest as students from previous
years came forward and once again wanted to join the team to organize the awareness campaigns. It is important to
note here that as all activities were conducted by third party and forms collected anonymously, it was not possible
to actually track how many students were repeating their participation year on year. This time there were three
students who came forward to help organize the campaign. Of students who had taken part in the actual events, one
graduated and had a startup company that then offered prizes for various competitions planned.
Similar events as of second year were organized and the week of activities ended with the white-board pledge day
as before. This time, the campaign also saw participation of another university campus that was invited to join and
four PG students due to collaboration with a PG faculty. However, the external university faculty and PG students
participated in the panel discussion only.
More than 60 students participated in the consent and white board campaign.
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6.

Results

Using the whiteboard messages, consent forms, social media messages and posts and follow up conversations that
took place between the research assistants and the participants, it was observed during the first year from their
responses, that of the 30 students who voluntarily participated in the pledge campaign, none of the students were
aware of the term “contract cheating” nor were they aware that such action could be “deemed” as a misconduct or
cheating, let alone that it was “in the policies”, as they discussed with the research assistants. In fact, students who
volunteered to participate in the campaign were hesitant and not sure if it was a “safe event” to participate in.
Students expressed they had reservations the first time they participated as it was first such event on campus but
once they did participate, they realized it carried no risks.
During the second year of the celebrations, of the 40 students who volunteered to participate, more than 70% of
them knew what contract cheating was and knew it was a misconduct. This was a marked increase from the
previous year.
By the third year, more than 80% of the students taking the pledge showed awareness and understanding
this time.
Table 2 below provides descriptive statistics of the campaign questions to gain understanding of whether students
knew what contract cheating was and whether they knew that using online essay writing services was considered
cheating. Descriptive statistics have been used successfully by Orr (2018) when understanding student perception
of an academic integrity educational seminar disseminated on campus, and hence have been adopted here.
Table 2: Student awareness across three years

Item
Do you know what
contract cheating is
Did you know
students using
essay writing
services from
online sources is a
form of cheating?

First year
n=30

Second year
%yes n=40

Third year
% yes n=60

% yes

0

0

31

77.5

49

81.67

0

0

24

60

48

80

Mean %increase

0

Mean %increase 68.75 Mean %increase

80.83

Figure 5 below illustrates the comparison of the results across the three years.
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Comparison of campaign participant's response
across three years
60
50
40
30
20
10
0
First Yr

Second Yr

Total Number of Participants

Third Yr
Knowledge and Awareness

Figure 5: Results across three years showing total number of students’ vs total number of students who were aware
Qualitative feedback from students were also very positive such as “participating in this event was so much fun, I
didn’t realis such services could be considered as cheating”, “we get approached all the time by such services but I
never knew they were actually promoting cheating”, “I will definitely read the policy and find out about the other
actions that are considered cheating”, “I loved participating and writing a pledge”, “Writing a pledge and taking
my photo was fun”.
The above feedback from students show how the campaigns impacted student’s awareness and understanding of
contract cheating.

Figure 6: Alumni evidence of going up against essay mills
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It is also important to note here that undergraduate students who had participated in the first two years of campaign
either as respondents and pledge takers or as organizers, had graduated by the third year (three of them in total who
willingly identified themselves). They then shared their stories and experiences of how they had begun to track
companies that targeted students on social media and started reporting them to the campus authorities and raised
voice against such ads, pop ups and messages on social media to help raise awareness of current students (see
Figure 6.
6. Lessons Learnt and Future Scope
This study highlighted the extensive process authors went to develop a campaign against contract cheating on
campus. Several lessons were learnt that are shared below.
Identifying contract cheating as a social issue has its merits. Laura Hudgens, a teacher and a parent voiced
frustration over the fact that parents talk about and worry about students’ drinking, substance abuse, safety and
health, but not about cheating because they don’t see the threat as they would any other social issue (Hudgens,
2019). Then, it becomes imperative that we change people’s perception of misconducts by referring to them as
social issues. This study represents a step in that direction.
Furthermore, student cheating is often not viewed as a serious enough issue, viewing education as a means to gain
some temporary facts, thereby not really hurting anyone, as has been posited in literature (Bishop, 1993). So, it is
in all stakeholders’ best interests to consider academic misconduct such as contract cheating as a social issue so
that the behavior that is often considered as victim-less can be highlighted with clear understanding of the direct,
long term and surrounding impacts.
Another valuable lesson learned pertains to student willingness to participate or not participate. For such a smallscale campaign, garnering a steady increase in participation is definitely positive. However, it is important to
observe that the systematic increase was still not an overwhelming increase in sample size, given the population
of UG students on campus. The phenomenon of students being reluctant to participate in studies related to
misconducts is not a new one. Zauzmer (2011) also reported similar frustrations voiced by administrators at a
university trying to study student cheating, as reported in Harvard Crimson.
For this study, students who participated the second-year voiced concerns they felt the previous year when they
saw the campaign flyers the previous year and were not sure of what it all really meant to participate. However, as
students participated, the word of mouth spread regarding the activities and purpose of the campaign. It is believed
that the response rate increased in subsequent years to double that of the first year was mainly due to “popularity”
of the campaigns, “reach” of the campaign, and “attraction to be photographed” as mentioned by students.
Whatever their motivation, it helped spread the reach of the campaign itself, establishing importance of getting the
campus to buy into the campaign so that students see the messages from different sources.
Literature has posited that students act as pressure groups for peers (Khan, 2014). Literature has also shown that
allowing the students to become “co-creators in the learning process, as individuals with ideas and issues that
deserve attention and consideration” (McCombs & Whistler, 1997) has tremendous impact on student awareness
and learning. In this paper, it was highlighted that students joined in the organizing and were able to decide on the
type of new events that would be introduced. This worked to increase “active engagement and contribution” (Lee et
al, 2006) from the students who organized and students who participated. As seen from the results in the previous
section, students joining in fact increased the reach of the project and made those students who graduated advocates
of the message of the campaign, thus further increasing effectiveness of the campaign. This is a valuable learning
lesson from this study as we shed importance on the stakeholder – peers- to join forces for future campaigns.
Further analyzing the results from year on year, it is very interesting to note that although the mean percentage of
student awareness was 70% in year two and 80% in year three, if individual items were analyzed, we can then see
the impact of the awareness campaigns. In the second year, though the mean was approximately 70%, the students
who said “yes” to “Do you know what contract cheating is?” was already high at about 80% of participants saying
they knew. Whereas, percentage of students who said “yes” to knowing that “…using essay writing services from
online sources is a form of cheating” was shockingly only 60%! In comparison, during the third year’s campaign
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the percentage was around 80% for both questions. This could be because the second year was the first time, we had
run the campaign after we introduced it the previous year. Participation had increased by only n=10 more than
previous year, and notably in the previous year, none of the participants knew what contract cheating was, or that
using essay writing services from online sources was considered cheating. So, it could be that by the second year of
the campaign, students had now heard about contract cheating and possibly associated the terminology with buying
essays; but the second question did not mention “buying”, it merely said “using”. This is an important lesson for the
future iteration of the campaign because contract cheating isn’t just about essay mills writing essays and students
paying. Draper and Newton (2017) posit that in fact family and friends could just as easily be rendering writing
services either for a fee or other benefits shared.
Overall, it does seem like the campaigns are indeed working as proactive efforts in engaging students to raise their
awareness of a social issue, that is, contract cheating. As the campaigns become more wide-spread across the
campus, it is hoped that the next years will entice more students to participate and become active campaigners
themselves. Primary author aims to continue the campaigns and target a larger sample. Future scope of this project
is to conduct subsequent study to see if such campaigns are actually deterring students from engaging in contract
cheating.
7. Conclusion
This paper makes a strong case for first considering academic misconducts such as contract cheating as a social
issue and then using campaigns to increase student engagement and awareness of contract cheating. It is crucial
to note here that of the respondents that voluntarily participated in the campaigns, their feedback helps shed some
light on why the essay mills are able to convince students to use their services: if students are not aware of such
an act to be considered as a misconduct (as was the case in the first year where 0% students showed any
awareness of the term contract cheating or that using online services to get essays written was even a
misconduct), they are open to using such services.
It is also observed and therefore recommended that students be included in organizing and advocating for such
campaigns, as students speaking out against contract cheating to other students year on year had a tremendous
positive impact on student attitude against contract cheating. This is because students became advocates for
integrity, posting messages against essay mills, and confronting the service providers as unethical and
irresponsible businesses on open, public platforms and at events where the service providers showed up to
promote their questionable services, with messages quoted by participants as “good advice”, “fantastic role
model” and “highlighting the services”
Therefore, this case report suggests that regular, consistent awareness campaigns involving students as codevelopers in the integrity-culture building process has a significantly high impact on student contribution,
participation, engagement and knowledge, probably becoming the means to stop students from using their services
in the future.
The next step of the project is to map how and if this attitude and awareness has any real impact on student
behavior and curbing students’ likelihood to contract cheat in the future.
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